










zen in air. After Williams fell, he just 
lay there. Then his body started to 
shake, his eyes started to roll: I can’t 
breathe.

Kelley remembers telling Wil-
liams: “Relax, relax.” A photographer 
remembers Kelley screaming: “Curtis! 
Don’t you stop. Curtis! Don’t give up. 
Curtis! Keep fi ghting.”

For about 15 minutes, a medical 
team attended to Williams on the 
field. He responded only with his 
eyes. Awareness and panic — that’s 
what one doctor saw.

A driving rain soaked the fi eld. The 
official attendance said 31,300, but 
all those empty seats said the number 
was smaller. The afternoon was gray, 
but Husky fans cut through it, making 
a wedge of purple in one end zone.

The Huskies gathered on the side-
line, and Kelley led a prayer: “I just lift-

ed him up to God, telling Him to heal 
him, take care of him, look over him, 
and to bring him back to his family.”

Medics put Williams on a stretcher 
and into an ambulance.

When play resumed, Kelley strug-
gled to keep it together. Crying, he 
almost jumped offside, he was so des-
perate to hit someone.

W ITH THE GAME almost over, 
the UW trailed Stanford, 28-24. 

The Huskies had 80 yards to go, and 
47 seconds to get there.

“We could have curled up,” says 
Matt Fraize, an offensive lineman. 
“But we did what we thought Curtis 
wanted us to do — to keep fi ghting, to 
fi nish what we started.”

In three plays, in 30 seconds, the 
Huskies scored, keeping their Rose 
Bowl hopes alive.

The day after the game, Neuheisel 
and another coach visited Williams in 
the hospital. Williams, with a ventila-
tor in his mouth, could respond only 
with his eyes. He was paralyzed from 
the neck down.

“We told him we were going to play 
our tails off for him. When I said that 
he blinked his eyes several times,” 
Neuheisel said afterward.

The next week, 70,000 fans chanted 
“C-Dub,” Williams’ nickname, across 
Husky Stadium, while the marching 
band formed the letters below. A few 
days later, the UW created a fund that 
raised more than $300,000 for Wil-
liams’ medical care. At season’s end, 
the team named Williams its most 
inspirational player and carved his 
initials into every Rose Bowl ring.

Williams became the focal point of 
the Rose Bowl season, with dozens of 
stories written about him. The Seattle 
Post-Intelligencer never reported his 
criminal history, while The Seattle 
Times mentioned it twice in passing.

Without saying that Curtis had 
served time for assaulting Michelle, 
a Times sports columnist wrote: 
“Friends of Curtis said Michelle was 
more abusive than he. It was a bad 

M I C H A E L  D I N N E E N ,  2 0 0 1

Michelle Williams and daughter Kymberly at a playground near their home in Anchorage. This was in January 2001, 
after the Rose Bowl. Kymberly was 6. Four days ago, she turned 13. 
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Curtis and Michelle Williams separated in 1998. “A 
lot was written about what a great football player 
he was. With the other issues it was like, ‘Don’t ask, 
don’t tell. Don’t look, don’t see,’ ”  she said.



marriage.”
When Michelle read that column, 

she couldn’t believe it. “A lot was writ-
ten about what a great football player 
he was. With the other issues it was 
like, ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell. Don’t look, 
don’t see.’ “

AFTER GETTING INJURED, Curtis 
moved in with his brother David 

in California.
“He got to sit back and refl ect on his 

life a bit,” David says. “Some days he 
would be laughing, other days he’d be 
crying.”

On May 6, 2002, his body shut 
down.

Two days after his 24th birthday 
— and 18 months after he crumpled 
on the field — Williams died in the 
quiet of the night, sometime between 
midnight and dawn.

The UW painted his number on 
the sidelines of Husky Stadium and 
awarded him a posthumous degree.

At Williams’ funeral, some 600 
people fi led into a Fresno church. The 
mourners included more than 30 cur-
rent or former UW football players — 
Marques Tuiasosopo, Anthony Kelley, 
Jerramy Stevens — and a half-dozen 
coaches. A Husky helmet and pictures 
of Williams, in uniform, fl anked the 
altar. Purple and gold fl owers covered 
the casket. A video showed football 
highlights.

At a graveside service afterward, 
Neuheisel took Williams’ No. 25 jersey 
from atop the casket and presented it 
to Williams’ parents.

Michelle also attended the funeral, 
along with Kymberly. To this day, 
Michelle wishes Curtis were alive and 
part of his daughter’s life — to teach 
her how to drive, to be there when she 
graduates.

Ken Armstrong: 206-464-3730 or karm-
strong@seattletimes.com; Nick Perry: 

206-515-5639 or nperry@seattletimes.com. 
Staff researchers Gene Balk and David Turim 

contributed to this story.   
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police offi cers, lawyers, judges and others 
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ball team.

Williams, 
paralyzed 
from the neck 
down, made a 
surprise visit 
to his team-
mates’ locker 
room before the 
Rose Bowl. The 
Huskies named 
Williams the 
team’s most 
inspirational 
player for the 
2000 season.
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 A medical team tends to Williams after a devastating hit in the UW-Stanford 
game in October 2000. Williams could respond only with his eyes. 
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